INFORMATION ORGANIZATION BASED ON 
OPTIMUM PATHS FROM A SEARCH EXPRESSION 



CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED APPLICATIONS 



[0001] The present application is a continuation of 
Application No. 09/243,595, filed February 3, 1999, pending, 
whose disclosure is hereby incorporated by reference into the 
disclosure of the present application. 



BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 



[0002] 1, Field of the Invention 

[0003] The present invention relates to methods, articles 
and apparatus for visibly representing information, and 
methods, articles and apparatus for providing an input 
interface . 

[0004] 2. Description of the Related Art 
[0005] Various approaches to visibly representing 
information are given on pp. 532-573 of R. A. Johnson and D. 
W. Wichern, Applied Multivariate Statistical Analysis , 
Prentice-Hall Inc., 1982, which is hereby incorporated by 
reference into this disclosure. These approaches include 
shaded distance matrices, dendograms, multidimensional scaling 
plots, stars, Andrews plots and Chernoff faces. 
[0006] Pie charts are also used for visually representing 
numerical information. Many software packages, including 
VISIO® Standard 5,0 and Microsoft Excel for Windows 95, 
provide means for creating a pie chart using a computer. An 
example of a pie chart is shown on pg. 2 6 of a manual which 
accompanies VISIO® Standard 5.0. 



[0007] Doughnut charts may also be used for visually 
representing numerical information. A doughnut chart is 
similar to a pie chart, but may be used to visually represent 
more than one series of data. Microsoft Excel for Windows 95 
provides means for creating a doughnut chart using a computer. 
[0008] Graphs may be visually represented by dots 
corresponding to nodes of the graph, and lines corresponding 
to arcs of the graph. A planar graph may be visually depicted 
by a plane graph. Examples of these two representations are 
given on pp. 29-31 of A. Tucker, Applied Combinatorics , Second 
O Edition, John Wiley & Sons, 1984, which is hereby incorporated 

n 

by reference into this disclosure. 

'"p BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0009] The present invention is pointed out with 
m particularity m the appended claims. However, other features 

ft are described in the following detailed description in 

i**^^ . > I I • • • 

y conjunction with the accompanying drawings in which: 

fli 

[0010] FIG. 1 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 
of visibly representing an element; 

[0011] FIG. 2 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 
of visibly representing a plurality of elements; 
[0012] FIG. 3 is a flow chart of another embodiment of a 
method of visibly representing a plurality of elements; 
[0013] FIG. 4 is a flow chart of yet another embodiment of 
a method of visibly representing a plurality of elements; 
[0014] FIG. 5 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 
of determining a plurality of display regions to visibly 
represent a plurality of elements; 

[0015] FIG. 6 schematically shows an example tree; 
[0016] FIG. 7 shows a first embodiment of a plurality of 
regions to represent the example tree; 
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[0017] FIG. 8 shows a second embodiment of a plurality of 
regions to represent the example tree; 

[0018] FIG. 9 shows a third embodiment of a plurality of 
regions to represent the example tree; 

[0019] FIG. 10 shows a fourth embodiment of a plurality of 
regions to represent the example tree; 

[0020] FIG. 11 shows a fifth embodiment of a plurality of 
regions to represent the example tree; 

[0021] FIG. 12 shows a sixth embodiment of a plurality of 
regions to represent the example tree; 

[0022] FIG. 13 shows a seventh embodiment of a plurality of 
regions to represent the example tree; 

[0023] FIG. 14 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 
of providing a user interface; 

[0024] FIG. 15 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 
for use with a user interface; 

[0025] FIG. 16 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 
of determining paths between a search expression and a 
plurality of computer-readable items; and 

[0026] FIG. 17 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 
of determining a tree which relates a search expression with a 
plurality of computer-readable items. 



DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 



[0027] Improved methods of representing information with a 
plurality of regions are disclosed herein. The regions may be 
visibly displayed to provide a visible representation of the 
information, and/or used to provide an input interface to 
allow a user-initiated selection of a portion of the 
information. Optionally, the regions may be printed to 
produce a hard copy representation of the information. 



[0028] FIG. 1 and its associated disclosure teach preferred 
embodiments of shapes and regions to represent a single 
element. In practice, a plurality of these regions are used 
to represent a plurality of elements. The teachings made with 
reference to FIG. 1 are provided at the beginning of the 
detailed description section so that the herein-disclosed 
embodiments having plural regions can make reference thereto. 
[0029] Much of this disclosure is made in terms of 
outputting at least one signal to display one or more regions. 
It is noted that either in addition to or as an alternative to 
outputting at least one signal to display the one or more 
regions as disclosed herein, a user interface may be provided 
so that the one or more regions are user-selectable. 
Preferably, the user interface is provided by outputting at 
least one signal, and optionally communicating the at least 
one signal to a computer or a like apparatus. 
[0030] The at least one signal to provide the user 
interface may be communicated by a computer data signal. The 
computer data signal may be communicated via a computer 
network. Examples of the computer network include, but are 
not limited to, an intranet, an internet and an extranet. The 
computer data signal may include computer program code to 
assist in providing the user interface. Of particular 
interest is the signal being representative of code in a 
markup language such as HTML (hypertext markup language) . 
[0031] The at least one signal is communicated by a 
waveform representative thereof through a communication 
medium. Examples of the waveform and the communication medium 
include, but are not limited to, an optical waveform through 
an optical medium, an electronic waveform through an 
electronic medium, and an electromagnetic waveform through an 
electromagnetic medium. 



[0032] FIG. 1 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 

of visibly representing an element. Examples of the element 
to be visibly represented are numerous. Examples of the 
element, and more generally of any herein-mentioned element, 
include but are not limited to a physical object; a 
purchasable item, a computer address, a computer site, a Web 
page, audio content, an image, computer software, an 
information category, an information subcategory, an 
information source, a logical disk for a computer, a computer 
directory, a computer-readable file, computer- readable data, a 
computer-readable message, a general category, a general 
subcategory, a patent claim, a node of a graph, a node of a 
tree, a leaf node of a tree, an individual, a job position, a 
state in a problem-solving process and non-geographical 
elements. In general, the specific type of element which is 
to be visibly represented is application-dependent. 
[0033] As indicated by block 20, the method comprises 
outputting at least one signal to display a region 
approximately shaped as a sector of an annulus . Examples of 
the annulus sector include, but are not limited to, an 
approximately circular annulus sector, an approximately 
elliptical annulus sector, and a non-elliptical, annulus 
sector . 

[0034] In describing shapes in this patent application, the 
term ''annulus sector" is meant to be synonymous with "sector 
of an annulus". As such, an approximately circular annulus 
sector is meant to describe an approximate sector of a 
circular annulus. Similarly, an approximately elliptical 
annulus sector is meant to describe an approximate sector of 
an elliptical annulus. An approximately non-elliptical, 
annulus sector is meant to describe alternatively-shaped, 
approximately arcuate regions. 



[0035] Preferably, the region is approximately definable by 
a first line segment, a second line segment, a first arc, and 
a second arc. For an approximately circular annulus sector, 
the first arc includes a first approximately circular arc and 
the second arc includes a second approximately circular arc. 
The first approximately circular arc is at least partially 
definable by a first center point and a first radius. The 
second approximately circular arc is at least partially 
definable by a second center point and a second radius . 
Preferably, the first center point and the second center point 
are located substantially at the same point. It is further 
preferred that the first radius and the second radius differ 
so that the region has a radial width. 

[0036] The first approximately circular arc is further 

definable by a first starting angle and either a first ending 
angle or a first arc angle. The second approximately circular 
arc is further definable by a second starting angle and either 
an second ending angle or a second arc angle. Preferably, the 
first arc angle and/or the second arc angle are non-zero so 
that the region has an angular width. Also preferably, the 
first starting angle is substantially the same as the second 
starting angle, the first ending angle is substantially the 
same as the second ending angle, and the first arc angle is 
substantially the same as the second arc angle, 
[0037] Further for an approximately circular annulus 
sector, the first line segment and the second line segment are 
preferably oriented substantially radially with respect to a 
point. Preferably, this point is located substantially at the 
first center point and the second center point. In this case, 
it is also preferred that the first line segment be oriented 
substantially radially with respect to the point at an angle 
substantially the same as the first starting angle and the 
second starting angle, and that the second line segment be 



oriented substantially radially with respect to the point at 
an angle substantially the same as the first ending angle and 
the second ending angle. 

[0038] For an approximately elliptical annulus sector, the 
first arc includes a first approximately elliptical arc and 
the second arc includes a second approximately elliptical arc. 
As is well known, a perfect ellipse is a set of points in a 
plane whose distances from two fixed focal points in the plane 
have a constant distance sum. An approximately elliptical arc 
approximates an arc of the perfect ellipse. 

[0039] Also well known is that the ellipse defines a major 
axis and a minor axis. The term ''semiminor axis" is used to 
denote half of a dimension of the ellipse measured along the 
minor axis. The term "semimajor axis" is used to denote half 
of a dimension of the ellipse measured along the major axis. 
The term ''half distance between focal points" is self- 
descriptive, and is equal to the square root of the sum of the 
squared semiminor axis and the squared semimajor axis. 
[0040] An ellipse is definable in a variety of ways. 
Examples of parameter combinations to define an ellipse having 
either a horizontal or vertical major axis include, but are 
not limited to: (i) the semimajor axis, the semiminor axis, 
and coordinates of a center point; (ii) the semimajor axis, 
the half distance between focal points, and coordinates of the 
center point; (iii) the semiminor axis, the half distance 
between focal points, and coordinates of the center point; 

(iv) the semimajor axis and coordinates of the focal points; 

(v) the semiminor axis and coordinates of the focal points; 
and (vi) the distance sum and coordinates of the focal points. 
As is recognizable by those having ordinary skill, other 
parameter combinations can be used to define a general 
ellipse . 



[0041] The first approximately elliptical arc is at least 
partially definable by a first center point. The second 
approximately elliptical arc is at least partially definable 
by a second center point. Preferably, the first center point 
and the second center point are located at substantially the 
same point. It is also preferred that the first line segment 
and the second line segment be oriented substantially radially 
with respect to a point substantially the same as the first 
center point and the second center point. 

[0042] An angular width of the region may be defined by 
either an angular difference between the first line segment 
and the second line segment, an angle swept by the first 
approximately elliptical arc with respect to the first center 
point, or an angle swept by the second approximately 
elliptical arc with respect to the second center point. 
[0043] A radial width of the region may be defined by 
either a length of the first line segment, a length of the 
second line segment, or a distance between the first 
approximately elliptical arc and the second approximately 
elliptical arc along a radial axis. 

[0044] The first approximately elliptical arc is at least 
partially definable by a first semimajor axis and a first 
semiminor axis. The second approximately elliptical arc is at 
least partially definable by a second semimajor axis and a 
second semiminor axis. Preferably, the difference between the 
first semimajor axis and the second semimajor axis is 
approximately equal to the difference between the first 
semiminor axis and the second semiminor axis. Either 
difference may be considered as a radial width of the region. 
[0045] Alternatively, the first approximately elliptical 
arc and the second approximately elliptical arc can share 
substantially common focal points. In particular, a first 
pair of focal points which can at least partially define the 



first approximately elliptical arc may be substantially co- 
located with a second pair of focal points which can at least 
partially define the second approximately elliptical arc. 
[0046] For a non-elliptical annular sector, the region is a 
general, approximately arcuate region. In this case, the 
first arc and the second arc can assume a wide variety of 
forms. Examples include, but are not limited to, an 
approximately parabolic arc, an approximately hyperbolic arc, 
an approximately bow-shaped arc, and other approximate curved 
arcs . 

[0047] An angular width of the region may be defined by 
either an angular difference between the first line segment 
and the second line segment, an angle swept by the first arc 
with respect to a point, or an angle swept by the second arc 
with respect to a point. 

[0048] A radial width of the region may be defined by 
either a length of the first line segment, a length of the 
second line segment, or a distance between the first arc and 
the second arc along a radial axis from a point . 
[0049] It is noted that use of the terms ''approximate" and 
''approximately" for the herein-disclosed regions, shapes, and 
curves include non-perfect representations of said regions, 
shapes, and curves using a display device and/or an input 
device. For example, a pixel-based display device can display 
a plurality of discrete pixels to approximate any of the 
herein-disclosed regions, shapes, and curves. As another 
example, a display device may distort an intended region, 
shape, or curve to produce an approximation thereof. Examples 
of this distortion include, but are not limited to, a 
distortion due to pixel aspect ratio, a distortion due to a 
non-planar display screen, and a distortion due to 
rasterization . 



[0050] Approximations of regions, shapes, and curves may 
also be generated in software or firmware. For example, a 
curve may be represented by a piecewise approximation. An 
example of a piecewise approximation of a curve includes, but 
is not limited to, a piecewise linear approximation. Further 
examples include a curve being approximated by a simplified 
equation therefor, and a curve being approximated by a 
plurality of display points. Examples of ways to approximate 
a shape or a region include, but are not limited to, using a 
plurality of points to approximate the shape or region, and 
using a polygon to approximate the shape or region. 
[0051] Use of discrete parameter values to represent a 
region, shape, or curve also may result in an approximation 
thereof. For example, a circular arc may be represented by an 
integral center coordinate, an integral radius, an integral 
start angle, and an integral arc width. In this case, and 
other cases, either round-off or truncation of parameter 
values to comply with a discrete representation results in an 
approximation of a desired region, shape, or curve. 
[0052] Optionally, the region is displayed to have an area 
based upon a value associated with the element. Examples of 
values associated with any herein-mentioned element include, 
but are not limited to, a price of the element, a similarity 
value of the element with a search expression, a size of the 
element, and other properties of the element. More specific 
examples of interest include, but are not limited to, a price 
of a purchasable item, a similarity value of a computer- 
readable file with a search expression, a similarity value of 
a purchasable item with a search expression, a size of a 
computer- readable file, and a size of a computer directory. 
It is noted that the aforementioned value is also referred to 
herein as a weight value. 



[0053] Optionally, the region is displayed to have a 
dimension based upon the value associated with the element. 
Examples of the dimension include, but are not limited to, a 
width, a length, a radial width, an angular width, an arc 
length, and a chord length. 

[0054] Optionally, the region is displayed to have a 
visible display property based upon the value associated with 
the element. Examples of the visible display property 
include, but are not limited to, an interior color of the 
region, an interior gray scale of the region, an interior fill 
pattern for the region, a color bordering the region, an image 
within the region, and text within the region. 
[0055] As indicated by block 22, the method optionally 
comprises communicating the at least one signal . The at least 
one signal is communicated by a waveform representative 
thereof through a communication medium. Examples of the 
waveform and the communication medium include, but are not 
limited to, an optical waveform through an optical medium, an 
electronic waveform through an electronic medium, and an 
electromagnetic wavefoirm through an electromagnetic medium. 
[0056] Examples of the at least one signal include, but are 
not limited to, a display signal and a computer data signal. 
The display signal may be communicated either through a video 
cable or wirelessly to a display device. The computer data 
signal may be communicated via a computer network. Examples 
of the computer network include, but are not limited to, an 
intranet, an internet and an extranet. The computer data 
signal may include computer program code to assist in 
displaying the region. Of particular interest is the at least 
one signal being representative of code in a markup language 
such as HTML (hypertext markup language) . 

[0057] As indicated by block 24, the method optionally 
comprises displaying the region based upon the at least one 



signal. The region may be displayed by a display device. 
Examples of the display device include, but are not limited 
to, a computer monitor, a television, a liquid crystal 
display, a cathode ray tube, and a gas plasma display. For a 
computer data signal, the at least one signal is received by a 
computer in communication with the computer network. The 
computer generates a display signal to display the region on 
the display device, 

[0058] It is noted that if the element is associated with a 
geographical region, the display region preferably is not 
shaped like the shape of the geographical region. 
[0 059] FIG. 2 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 

of visibly representing a plurality of elements. As indicated 
by block 30, the method comprises outputting at least one 
signal to display a plurality of contiguous regions to 
represent the plurality of elements. In the context of this 
disclosure, the term ''contiguous" is broadly inclusive of 
describing the plurality of regions as being either 
neighboring or adjacent throughout the resulting visible 
representation. For example, adjacent pairs of regions may be 
spaced apart slightly. 

[0060] The plurality of contiguous regions may define an 
identifiable boundary at its periphery. Examples of the 
boundary defined by the plurality of contiguous regions 
include, but are not limited to, an approximately circular 
boundary, an approximately elliptical boundary, an 
approximately parabolic boundary, an approximately hyperbolic 
boundary, an approximately bow- shaped boundary, any 
approximately curved boundary, an approximately linear 
boundary, and an approximately piecewise linear boundary. It 
is noted that the boundary may span an angle of either less 
than 180 degrees, about equal to 180 degrees, greater than 180 
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degrees but less than 3 60 degrees, or about equal to 3 50 
degrees . 

[0061] Preferably, each of the contiguous regions adjacent 
the boundary comprises a distinct region having any of the 
forms described with reference to FIG. 1. Those of the 
contiguous regions which are non-adjacent the boundary may 
comprise distinct regions having any of the forms described 
with reference to FIG. 1, or may have a different form. 
Examples of different forms for a non-adjacent region include, 
but are not limited to, an approximate sector of a circle, an 
approximate sector of an ellipse, an approximate sector of a 
non-elliptical ovular shape, an approximate segment of a 
circle, an approximate segment of an ellipse, an approximate 
parabolic segment, an approximate hyperbolic segment, and any 
segment formed from an approximate curve and a chord. 
[0062] Optionally, each of the contiguous regions adjacent 

the boundary represents a respective element of a desired 
subset of the elements. For example, if the plurality of 
elements include a plurality of nodes of a tree, the 
contiguous regions adjacent the boundary may represent the 
leaf nodes of the tree. 

[0063] If the plurality of elements include a plurality of 
nodes of a plurality of trees, for example, the contiguous 
regions adjacent the boundary may represent leaf nodes for all 
of the trees. Alternatively, the contiguous regions adjacent 
the boundary may represent the root nodes of the plurality of 
trees, for example. 

[0064] Having each of the contiguous regions adjacent the 
boundary represent a respective element of a desired subset of 
the elements is desirable to facilitate human identification 
of the desired subset. For example, a user can identify the 
leaf nodes of a tree by viewing which regions are adjacent the 
boundary . 
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[0065] To assist a human in scanning his/her view across 

the plurality of contiguous regions which are adjacent the 
boundary, each of boundary- adjacent regions may be adjacent at 
most two other boundary-adjacent regions. Further, each 
boundary-adjacent region may be adjacent exactly two other 
boundary- adjacent regions. In this case, the user can 
cyclically scan through the boundary-adjacent regions. 
Alternatively, two of the boundary- adjacent regions may be 
adjacent only one other boundary-adjacent region. 

[0066] Optionally, each of the plurality of contiguous 
regions has either substantially the same area or a 
substantially same dimension. As another option, each of a 
subset of the plurality of contiguous regions has either 
substantially the same area or a substantially same dimension. 
In this case, for example, each of the boundary-adjacent 
regions may have either substantially the same area, 
substantially equal arc lengths, substantially equal radial 
widths, or substantially equal angular widths. A further 
example of this case includes each of the regions representing 
leaf nodes of a tree having either substantially the same 
area, substantially equal arc lengths, substantially equal 
radial widths, or substantially equal angular widths. 

[0067] It is noted that there are various scenarios in 
which regions having strictly unequal areas have substantially 
the same area. Examples of sources of deviation in areas 
which still provide substantially the same area include, but 
are not limited to, approximations used to display the regions 

(see the discussion herein of ''approximate" and 

''approximately"), approximations in the mathematical processes 
used to calculate the areas and/or the parameters which define 
the regions, and round-off and/or truncation errors in the 
mathematical processes used to calculate the areas and/ or the 
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parameters which define the regions. These and other sources 
of error also apply to substantially equal dimensions. 
[0068] As another option, each of the plurality of 
contiguous regions may have an area or a dimension based upon 
a value associated with its corresponding one of the elements. 
As yet another option, each of a subset of the plurality of 
contiguous regions may have an area or a dimension based upon 
a value associated with its corresponding one of the elements. 
In this case, for example, each of the boundary-adjacent 
regions may have a respective value-based area or dimension. 
A further example of this case includes each of the regions 
representing leaf nodes of a tree having a respective value- 
based area or dimension. 

[0069] For any of the above-listed, value-based regions, 
each region may have an area or dimension which is 
monotonically related to its value or weight value. For 
example, consider a first region representing a first element 
with a first value, and a second region representing a second 
element with a second value. If the first value is greater 
than the second value, the first region may have a first area 
greater than a second area of the second region. 
Alternatively, if the first value is greater than the second 
value, the first region may have a first angular width greater 
than a second angular width of the second region. It is noted 
that various functions, including linear and non-linear 
functions, can be used to dictate the area and/or dimension of 
a region based upon its corresponding value. 
[0070] As indicated by block 32, the method optionally 
comprises communicating the at least one signal. The at least 
one signal is communicated by a waveform representative 
thereof through a communication medium. Examples of the at 
least one signal, waveform, and communication medium are given 
with reference to block 22 in FIG. 1. As indicated by block 
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34, the method optionally comprises displaying the regions 
based upon the at least one signal. 

[0071] FIG. 3 is a flow chart of another embodiment of a 
method of visibly representing a set of a plurality of 
elements. As indicated by block 40, the method comprises 
outputting at least one signal to display a substantially 
convex shape to visibly represent a first element of the set, 
and to display a plurality of concave shapes to visibly 
represent a plurality of other elements in the set. It is 
noted that, in general, this act does not preclude another 
element in the set being displayed as a substantially convex 
shape, and does not imply necessarily that all other elements 
in the set absent the first element must be displayed as a 
substantially convex shape. 

[0072] It is further noted that a shape need not be 
precisely convex to be substantially convex. Examples of 
insubstantial concavities in a substantially convex shape 
include, but are not limited to, those which may result from 
an approximation of the shape or a curve which at least 
partially defines the shape, and those present where endpoints 
of two curves imprecisely meet. 

[0073] Visibly representing the first element with the 
first substantially convex shape is beneficial in promoting 
rapid user identification of a predetermined element of the 
set. For example, the set of elements may comprise a set of 
nodes of a graph, and the first element may comprise a 
predetermined node from the set. 

[0074] Of particular interest is where the first element 
comprises a root node of a tree. In this case, the root node 
is visibly represented by a substantially convex shape. Each 
of a plurality of descendant nodes from the root node is 
represented by a respective, concave shape. 
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[0075] In general, the concave shapes can have a variety of 
different forms and display locations. Preferably, however, 
each of the concave shapes has a form described with reference 
to FIG. 1. It is also preferred that the plurality of concave 
shapes be displayable in accordance with the description 
referring to FIG. 2. 

[0076] In general, the substantially convex shape can have 
a variety of different forms, sizes, and display locations 
with respect to the concave shapes. Of particular interest is 
a substantially convex shape at least partially defined by an 
arc. Examples of the arc include those described with 
reference to FIG. 1. Preferably, the substantially convex 
shape is defined by either a closed arc, an arc and a single 
line, or an arc and two radial lines. 

[0077] In a first preferred form, the substantially convex 
shape is at least partially defined by at least a portion of 
an approximate circle. In this case, at least one, and 
preferably all, of the concave shapes may comprise an 
approximate sector of a circular annulus. It is further 
preferred that at least one approximate sector of a circular 
annulus be adjacent the substantially convex shape near the 
portion of the approximate circle. Examples of the 
substantially convex shape having this first preferred form 
include, but are not limited to, an approximate sector of a 
circle, and approximately an entire circle. 

[0078] In a second preferred form, the substantially convex 
shape is at least partially defined by at least a portion of 
an approximate ellipse. In this case, at least one, and 
preferably all, of the concave shapes may comprise an 
approximate sector of a elliptical annulus. It is further 
preferred that at least one approximate sector of an 
elliptical annulus be adjacent the substantially convex shape 
near the portion of the approximate ellipse. Examples of the 
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substantially convex shape having this second preferred form 
include, but are not limited to, an approximate sector of an 
ellipse, and approximately an entire ellipse. 

[0079] Optionally, each of the plurality of concave shapes 
has substantially the same area. As another option, each of a 
subset of the plurality of concave shapes has substantially 
the same area. As a further option, each of the plurality of 
concave shapes has substantially the same area as the 
substantially convex shape. 

[0080] As an alternative option, each of the concave shapes 
and the substantially convex shape may have either a value- 
based area or dimension as described with reference to FIG. 2, 
[0081] As indicated by block 42, the method optionally 
comprises conomunicating the at least one signal. The at least 
one signal is communicated by a waveform representative 
thereof through a communication medium. Examples of the at 
least one signal, waveform, and communication medium are given 
with reference to block 22 in FIG. 1. As indicated by block 
44, the method optionally comprises displaying the regions 
based upon the at least one signal. 

[0082] FIG. 4 is a flow chart of yet another embodiment of 
a method of visibly representing a plurality of elements. As 
indicated by block 50, the method comprises outputting at 
least one signal to display a plurality of regions which 
visibly represent a plurality of elements including a first 
element. The plurality of regions include a first region to 
visibly represent the first element. The plurality of regions 
further visibly represent a plurality of predetermined paths 
in relation to the first element. The predetermined paths are 
represented as follows: for each element of the plurality of 
elements other than the first element, a line segment 
definable by a first point and substantially any point in the 
region representing the element intersects only those regions 



representing an element in the predetermined path between the 
element and the first element. Preferably, the plurality of 
regions are contiguous, although this condition is not 
necessary. 

[0083] The first point may be within a region representing 
the first element, or may be exterior to the region 
representing the first element. The first point may be fixed, 
or may vary in dependence upon the location of the other 
point . 

[0084] In a first preferred use of this embodiment, the 
region representing the first element is substantially convex, 
and each region of the plurality of regions other than the 
region representing the first element is concave. In this 
case, the plurality of regions may be displayable according to 
teachings made with reference to FIG. 3. For example, the 
region representing the first element may comprise a sector of 
an approximate ellipse, and each region of the plurality of 
regions other than the region representing the first element 
may comprise a sector of an approximately elliptical annulus . 
As another example, the region representing the first element 
may comprise a sector of an approximate circle, and each 
region of the plurality of regions other than the region 
representing the first element may comprise a sector of an 
approximately circular annulus . 

[0085] In a second preferred use of this embodiment, each 
region of the plurality of regions is concave. In this case, 
it is further preferred, although optional, to have each 
region of the plurality of regions comprise a sector of an 
approximately elliptical annulus, a sector of an approximately 
circular annulus, or another concave region or shape. 
[0086] Optionally, each of the plurality of regions other 
than the region representing the first element has 
substantially the same area or a substantially same dimension. 
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As a further option, each of the plurality of regions may have 
substantially the same area or a substantially same dimension. 
[0087] As an alternative option, each of the plurality of 
regions other than the region representing the first element 
may have either an area or a dimension based upon a respective 
value associated with its corresponding element. As a further 
option, each of the plurality of regions including the region 
representing the first element may have either an area or a 
dimension based upon a respective value or weight value 
associated with its corresponding element. 

[0088] Desirabilities of this method are evident by the 
following practical applications. In one class of practical 
applications, an optional act of determining at least one, and 
more preferably all, of the plurality of predetermined paths 
is performed as indicated by block 52. All of the 
predetermined paths may be determined prior to output ting the 
at least one signal in block 50. Alternatively, the at least 
one signal can comprise at least one subsignal outputted 
before the act of block 50 is complete. 

[0089] At least one of the predetermined paths can be 
determined by determining a shortest path (or, more generally, 
an optimum path) between the first element and at least one of 
the plurality of elements other than the first element. Here, 
if desired, a plurality of shortest paths (or, more generally, 
optimum paths) can be found, wherein each shortest path is 
between the first element and a corresponding one of the 
plurality of elements other than the first element. As is 
known in the art of network algorithms, examples of algorithms 
to compute the shortest paths include, but are not limited to, 
Dijkstra's algorithm and Floyd's algorithm. Those having 
ordinary skill can review shortest path algorithms on pp. 123- 
127 of A. Tucker, Applied Combinatorics , Second Edition, John 



Wiley 8c Sons, 1984, which is hereby incorporated by reference 
into this disclosure. 

[0090] By displaying the regions based upon the at least 
one signal outputted in block 52, a line segment definable by 
substantially any point in a second region representing a 
second element and a point within the region representing the 
first element intersects only those regions representing an 
element in the shortest path (or optimum path) between the 
second element and the first element. 

[0091] Another approach to determining the plurality of 
predetermined paths includes determining a spanning tree 
having the plurality of elements. Examples of the spanning 
tree include, but are not limited to, an optimum spanning tree 
such as a minimum spanning tree, and a search tree. As is 
known in the art of network algorithms, examples of algorithms 
to compute a minimum spanning tree include, but are not 
limited to, Kruskal's algorithm and Prim's algorithm. Those 
having ordinary skill can review minimum spanning trees on pp. 
127-131 of A. Tucker, Applied Combinatorics , Second Edition, 
John Wiley & Sons, 1984, which is hereby incorporated by 
reference into this disclosure. Examples of the search tree 
include, but are not limited to, a depth-first search spanning 
tree, a breadth-first search spanning tree, or a best-first 
search spanning tree. Those having ordinary skill can review 
search trees on pp. 80-122 of A. Tucker, Applied 
Combinatorics , Second Edition, John Wiley & Sons, 1984, which 
is hereby incorporated by reference into this disclosure. 
[0092] By displaying the regions based upon the at least 
one signal outputted in block 52, each aforementioned line 
segment intersects only those regions representing an element 
in a tree-defined path between a corresponding element and the 
first element. Using tree terminology described in more 
detail with reference to FIG. 5, it is preferred that the 
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regions include a region associated with a root element, at 
least two concave regions associated with at least two non- 
root, internal elements, and at least two regions associated 
with leaf elements. For each of at least two leaf elements, a 
linear path from substantially any point in the region 
associated with the leaf element intersects only those regions 
associated with an element in a corresponding tree-defined 
path between the leaf element and the root element . 
Preferably, at least one non-root, internal element has at 
least two others of the elements as its children in the tree. 
[0093] As indicated by block 54, the method optionally 
comprises communicating the at least one signal. The at least 
one signal is communicated by a waveform representative 
thereof through a communication medium. Examples of the at 
least one signal, waveform, and communication medium are given 
with reference to block 22 in FIG. 1. As indicated by block 
56, the method optionally comprises displaying the regions 
based upon the at least one signal. 

[0094] FIG. 5 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 
of determining a plurality of display regions to visibly 
represent a plurality of elements. 

[0095] As indicated by block 60, the method comprises 
representing the plurality of elements by a graph. A graph is 
definable by a set of nodes and a set of edges joining or 
associating different pairs of distinct nodes. The edges in 
the graph may be either directed or undirected. It is noted 
that alternative terminology may be used to describe the 
graph. Examples of synonyms of ''node" include, but are not 
limited to, ''vertex" and "state". Examples of synonyms of 
''edge" include, but are not limited to, the terms ''arc" and 
"link". Therefore, the herein-disclosed methods, articles, 
apparatus, and examples should not be limited by the selected 
terminology used to describe the graph. 



[0096] Each element may be represented by a corresponding 
node of the graph. Relationships between elements may be 
represented by edges in the graph. Examples of edge- 
represented relationships are numerous . Examples of 
relationships between elements include, but are not limited 
to, a degree of similarity, a hyperlink, an associative link, 
a state of being an element of, a state of being contained in, 
a state of being associated with, a state of reporting to, a 
state of being in a category, a state of depending from, a 
state of being a reply to, and a step in a problem-solving 
process. In general, the specific type of element which is to 
be visibly represented is application-dependent. 
[0097] As those having ordinary skill will recognize, 
various computer- readable data structures can be used to 
represent the graph in a computer-readable form using a 
computer-readable medium. 

[0098] Before proceeding, a review of other graph-related 
terminology is provided. A first node is said to be adjacent 
to a second node if there is an edge from the first node to 
the second node. A path is definable by a sequence of nodes 
wherein each consecutive pair of nodes in the sequence is 
adjacent . 

[0099] As indicated by block 62, the method optionally 
comprises generating a tree from the graph. In general, the 
graph may be either a tree or a non-tree. If the graph is a 
tree, this act need not be performed. However, if desired, 

the tree may be a subtree of a second tree. In general, the 
tree is a subgraph of the graph if this act is performed. 
[0100] A tree is a graph having a unique path from a 
designated node, called a root node, to each of its other 
nodes. If the tree is undirected, then any of its nodes can 
be designated to be the root node. An undirected tree can be 
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made into a directed tree by directing all edges away from the 
designated root node. 

[0101] Each node in a directed tree, except for the root 
node, is a child node of a unique parent node from which an 
edge is directed thereto. Nodes having the same parent node 
are called siblings. Nodes of a directed tree with no 
children are called leaf nodes. Nodes having at least one 
child are called internal nodes. 

[0102] As indicated by block 64, the method optionally 
comprises detennciining a plurality of weight values associated 
with the nodes. Each of the weight values is associated with 
a respective one of the nodes. The weight values need not be 
determined for cases in which each of the nodes has the same 
weight value. In these cases, a weight value of one may be 
assigned to each of the nodes. 

[0103] As indicated by block 66, the method comprises 
determining parameters which define the display regions. 
[0104] FIG. 6 schematically shows an example tree. Each 
node is represented by a circle. A number within a circle 
provides a numerical identifier for its represented node. A 
line between two circles represents an edge between two 
represented nodes . Node 0 is designated to be the root node 
in the tree. 

[0105] TABLE I shows values involved in determining an 
embodiment of a plurality of display regions to visibly 
represent the tree of FIG. 6. The columns in TABLE I 
represent the following values: N represents a numerical 
identifier of the node, START_ANGLE represents the starting 
angle for arcs associated with the node, END_ANGLE represents 
the ending angle for arcs associated with the node, and 
OUTER_RADIUS represents the radius of the outer arc associated 
with the node. 
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TABLE I 



N 


START 
ANGLE 


END 
ANGLE 


OUTER 
RADIUS 


1 


0° 


154.3° 


10.408 


2 


0° 


123.4° 


13 .462 


3 


0° 


82.3° 


17.047 


4 


82 .3° 


123 .4° 


20.000 


5 


123 .4° 


154.3° 


20.000 


6 


154.3° 


180° 


20.000 


7 


0° 


82 .3° 


20 . 000 


0 


0° 


180° 


7.071 



[0107] FIG. 7 shows the plurality of display regions 
defined by the values in TABLE I. The display regions are 
approximated by rounding the start angle and the end angle to 
an integral number of degrees, and rounding the outer radius 
to an integral number of display units. 

[0108] As can be seen, the regions are contiguous. The 
region representing node 0 is substantially convex, and the 
regions representing nodes 1 to 7 are concave. More 
particularly, the region representing node 0 is approximately 
shaped as a sector of a circle, and the regions representing 
nodes 1 to 7 are approximately shaped as sectors of circular 
annuli. Each of the regions has approximately the same area. 
[0109] Each edge in the tree is represented by a radial 
adjacency of two regions. For example, the tree-defined edge 
between nodes 1 and 2 is represented by the region 
representing node 1 being radially adjacent the region 
representing node 2. As another example, the tree-defined 
edge between nodes 1 and 5 is represented by the region 
representing node 1 being radially adjacent the region 
representing node 5. The tree-defined edge between nodes 2 
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and 4 is represented by the region representing node 2 being 
radially adjacent the region representing node 4, 
[0110] In this embodiment, angular adjacency of regions 
implies that their corresponding nodes are non-adjacent in the 
tree. For example, since the region representing node 5 is 
angularly adjacent the regions representing nodes 2 and 4, 
node 5 is non-adjacent nodes 2 and 4 in the tree. 
[Gill] A line segment definable by substantially any point 
in any region and a point 13 0 in the region representing node 
0 intersects only those regions representing a node in the 
tree-defined path to or from node 0. For example, a line 
segment 13 2 between the point 13 0 and a point 13 4 in the 
region representing node 4 intersects regions representing 
nodes 4, 2, 1 and 0. It is noted that the points 13 0 and 134, 
and the line segment 132 either may or may not be displayed 
with the regions. 

[0112] A region representing a node has an angular width 
greater than or equal a sum of angular widths of any 
combination of regions representing children of the node. For 
example, the angular width of the region representing node 1 
is substantially equal to the sum of the angular widths of the 
regions representing nodes 2 and 5. 

[0113] As illustrated, the regions may have different 
radial widths. For example, the radial width of the region 
representing node 5 is greater than the radial width of the 
region representing node 2 , 

[0114] The regions representing the leaf nodes of the tree, 
namely the regions representing nodes 6, 5, 4 and 7, are 
contiguous. Each of these regions is defined by two line 
segments and two arcs . The line segments are oriented 
substantially radially with respect to the point 13 0. The 
arcs are definable by center points substantially located at 
the point 13 0 . 



[0115] Each of the regions representing leaf nodes is 
adjacent at most two other regions representing leaf nodes. 
In this embodiment, these regions define an approximately 
circular boundary. Two of the regions representing leaf nodes 
are adjacent only one other region representing a leaf node. 
[0116] Alternative visible representations can be formed 
using regions having the same shapes and sizes as the regions 
in FIG. 7, but having different locations and orientations. 
In the visible representation of FIG. 7, the regions are 
ordered to represent nodes 6, 5, 4 and 7 from left to right of 
the boundary. The aforementioned alternative visible 
representations may have regions ordered at the boundary to 
represent any one of the following sequences of nodes: 4-7-5- 
5, 5-4-7-6, 5-7-4-6, 6-4-7-5, 6-5-7-4, 6-7-4-5, and 7-4-5-6. 
In each of these alternative visible representations, an edge 
is represented by a radial adjacency of two regions. 
[0117] It is noted that the scope of this disclosure should 
not be limited by the example provided in FIG. 7, Clearly, 
this disclosure provides numerous approaches to visibly 
representing one or more elements. As such, FIG. 7 can be 
modified in accordance with any of the teachings herein. For 
example, the regions representing nodes 1 to 7 may be 
displayed with alternative concave shapes, the region 
representing node 0 may be omitted or may be displayed with an 
alternative substantially convex shape, at least one adjacent 
pair of regions may be spaced apart slightly, the boundary of 
the regions may be alternatively shaped, at least one region 
may be alternatively positioned, and at least one region may 
have alternative dimensions. 

[0118] It is also noted that the visible representation in 
FIG. 7 may be used to visibly represent associations between 
pairs of elements represented by angularly adjacent regions. 
Here, for example, the visible representation in FIG. 7 may 



represent a planar graph comprising the tree of FIG. 6 and 
additional edges between nodes 7 and 4, nodes 3 and 4, nodes 4 
and 5 , nodes 5 and 6 , node 2 and 5 , and nodes 1 and 5 . 
[0119] Further, it is noted that the visible representation 
in FIG. 7 may be used to represent elements which are not 
necessarily related by the tree in FIG. 6. Here, for example, 
the visible representation in FIG, 7 may represent a graph or 
a tree wherein each edge is represented by an angular 
adjacency of two regions. In this case, for example, the 
angular adjacency of regions may imply that their 
corresponding nodes are non-adjacent in the graph or tree. 
[0120] Because of the variation in dimensions of the 
regions, it may not be humanly apparent that the regions have 
substantially the same area. Optionally, the parameters which 
define the regions may be selected to make at least some of 
the relative areas more humanly apparent. In this case, it is 
preferred that the greatest radial width of any of the regions 
be about equal to either the greatest arc length or the 
greatest chord length (i.e. the greatest distance between 
endpoints of an arc) of any of the regions. 
[0121] In the example of FIG. 7, the region representing 
node 6 has the greatest displayed radial width, and the region 
representing node 7 has the greatest displayed arc length and 
the greatest displayed chord length. Therefore, in this 
example, the parameters which define the regions may be 
modified so that the radial width of the region representing 
node 6 is about equal to either the arc length or the chord 
length of the region representing node 7 . 

[0122] With continuing reference to FIG. 7, it is noted 
that although the region representing node 7 has the greatest 
displayed arc length, the region representing node 2 has the 
greatest theoretical arc length. This is a result of the 
round-off error when discretizing the radii. Either the 
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greatest displayed arc length or the greatest theoretical arc 
length may be employed when considering dimensions of the 
regions . 

[0123] To achieve the result of having the greatest arc 
length be about equal to the greatest radial width, the 
MAXIMUM_ARC_ANGLE value may be multiplied by the greatest arc 
length divided by the greatest radial width. The resulting 
value is used as the 3XL?^IMUM_ARC_ANGLE value to determine the 
angles defining the regions. The radii defining the regions 
are unaffected by the change in the MAXIMUM_ARC_ANGLE . 
[0124] In many applications, it may not be critical that 
the greatest arc length be equal to the greatest radial width. 
Therefore, the MAXIMUM_ARC_ANGLE can be otherwise dependent on 
at least one feature of the information which is to be visibly 
represented. In this case, the MAXIMUM_ARC_ANGLE may 
automatically vary from a first visible representation of a 
first set of elements to a second visible representation of a 
second set of elements . 

[0125] Various alternative embodiments of regions to 
represent the example tree of FIG. 6 are illustrated in FIGS. 
8 to 13 . In each of these alternative embodiments, an edge 
between two nodes is represented by a radial adjacency of two 
regions representing the two nodes. Although each of these 
embodiments is shown to have an overall angular width of about 
180 degrees, it is noted that the overall angular width may 
span, in general, an angle of either less than 180 degrees, 
about equal to 18 0 degrees, greater than 180 degrees but less 
than 3 50 degrees, or about equal to 3 60 degrees, 
[0126] FIG. 8 shows a second embodiment of a plurality of 
regions to represent the example tree. In this embodiment, 
the region representing node 0 is substantially convex, and 
the regions representing nodes 1 to 7 are concave. 
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[0127] Radial widths of the regions representing nodes 1, 
2, 3 and 7 are approximately equal, and are approximately 
equal to the radius of an approximate circle defining the 
region representing node 0. The radial width of the region 
representing node 4 is approximately equal to the sum of the 
radial widths of the regions representing nodes 7 and 3 . The 
radial width of the region representing node 5 is 
approximately equal to the sum of the radial widths of the 
regions representing nodes 4 and 2. The radial width of the 
region representing node 6 is approximately equal to the sum 
of the radial widths of the regions representing nodes 5 and 
1 . 

[0128] Angular widths of the regions representing leaf 
nodes 1 , 4, 5 and 6 are approximately equal. An angular width 
of each region representing a parent node is approximately 
equal to the sum of angular widths of regions representing its 
children. For example, the angular width of the region 
representing node 2 is approximately equal to the sum of the 
angular widths of the regions representing nodes 3 and 4. 
[0129] FIG. 9 shows a third embodiment of a plurality of 
regions to represent the example tree. In this embodiment, 
the region representing node 0 is substantially convex, and 
the regions representing nodes 1 to 7 are concave. 
[0130] Radial widths of the regions representing nodes 1, 
2, 3 and 7 are approximately equal, and are approximately 
equal to the radius of an approximate circle defining the 
region representing node 0 . The radial width of the region 
representing node 4 is approximately equal to the sum of the 
radial widths of the regions representing nodes 7 and 3 , The 
radial width of the region representing node 5 is 
approximately equal to the sum of the radial widths of the 
regions representing nodes 4 and 2 . The radial width of the 
region representing node 5 is approximately equal to the sum 



of the radial widths of the regions representing nodes 5 and 
1. 

[0131] Angular widths of regions representing sibling nodes 
are approximately equal. For example, angular widths of the 
regions representing nodes 1 and 6 are approximately equal, 
angular widths of the regions representing nodes 2 and 5 are 
approximately equal, and angular widths of the regions 
representing nodes 3 and 4 are approximately equal . 
[0132] An angular width of each region representing a 
parent node is approximately equal to the sum of angular 
widths of regions representing its children. For example, the 
angular width of the region representing node 2 is 
approximately equal to the sum of the angular widths of the 
regions representing nodes 3 and 4 . 

[0133] FIG- 10 shows a fourth embodiment of a plurality of 
regions to represent the example tree. In this embodiment, 
the region representing node 0 is substantially convex, and 
the regions representing nodes 1 to 7 are concave. Radial 
widths of the regions representing nodes 1 to 7 are 
approximately equal, and are approximately equal to the radius 
of an approximate circle defining the region representing node 
0. 

[0134] Angular widths of the regions representing leaf 
nodes 7 , 4 , 5 and 6 are approximately equal . An angular width 

of each region representing a parent node is approximately 
equal to the sum of angular widths of its children. For 
example, the angular width of the region representing node 2 
is approximately equal to the sum of the angular widths of the 
regions representing nodes 3 and 4 . 

[0135] FIG. 11 shows a fifth embodiment of a plurality of 
regions to represent the example tree. In this embodiment, 
the region representing node 0 is substantially convex, and 
the regions representing nodes 1 to 7 are concave. Radial 



widths of the regions representing nodes 1 to 7 are 
approximately equal, and are approximately equal to the radius 
of an approximate circle defining the region representing node 
0. 

[0136] Angular widths of regions representing sibling nodes 
are approximately equal. For example, angular widths of the 
regions representing nodes 1 and 6 are approximately equal, 
angular widths of the regions representing nodes 2 and 5 are 
approximately equal, and angular widths of the regions 
representing nodes 3 and 4 are approximately equal . 
Q [0137] An angular width of each region representing a 

Jf'^^! parent node is approximately equal to the sum of angular 

Si widths of regions representing its children. For example, the 

"ii ... 

"""JS angular width of the region representing node 2 is 

p approximately equal to the sum of the angular widths of the 

J.:, regions representing nodes 3 and 4 . 

fll [0138] FIG. 12 shows a sixth embodiment of a plurality of 

^ regions to represent the example tree. In this embodiment, 

C3 the regions representing nodes 0 to 7 are concave. 

Alternatively, at least one, and optionally all, of the 
regions representing nodes 7, 4, 5 and 6 may be substantially 
convex, such as approximate sectors of circles. 
[0139] Radial widths of the regions representing nodes 0, 
1, 2, 3 and 7 are approximately equal. The radial width of 
the region representing node 4 is approximately equal to the 
sum of the radial widths of the regions representing nodes 7 
and 3 . The radial width of the region representing node 5 is 
approximately equal to the sum of the radial widths of the 
regions representing nodes 4 and 2. The radial width of the 
region representing node 6 is approximately equal to the sum 
of the radial widths of the regions representing nodes 5 and 
1. 
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[0140] Angular widths of the regions representing leaf 
nodes 7 , 4 , 5 and 6 are approximately equal . The angular 
width of a region representing a parent node is approximately 
equal to the sum of angular widths of regions representing its 
children nodes. 

[0141] FIG. 13 shows a seventh embodiment of a plurality of 
regions which represent the example tree. In this embodiment, 
the regions representing nodes 0 to 7 are concave. 
Alternatively, at least one, and optionally all, of the 
regions representing nodes 7, 4, 5 and 6 may be substantially 
convex, such as approximate sectors of circles. 
[0142] Radial widths of the regions representing nodes 0, 
1, 2, 3 and 7 are approximately equal. The radial width of 
the region representing node 4 is approximately equal to the 
sum of the radial widths of the regions representing nodes 7 
and 3 . The radial width of the region representing node 5 is 
approximately equal to the sum of the radial widths of the 
regions representing nodes 4 and 2 . The radial width of the 
region representing node 6 is approximately equal to the sum 
of the radial widths of the regions representing nodes 5 and 
1. 

[0143] Angular widths of regions representing sibling nodes 
are approximately equal. For example, angular widths of the 
regions representing nodes 1 and 6 are approximately equal, 
angular widths of the regions representing nodes 2 and 5 are 
approximately equal, and angular widths of the regions 
representing nodes 3 and 4 are approximately equal . 
[0144] An angular width of each region representing a 
parent node is approximately equal to the sum of angular 
widths of regions representing its children. For example, the 
angular width of the region representing node 2 is 
approximately equal to the sum of the angular widths of the 
regions representing nodes 3 and 4 . 
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[0145] FIG. 14 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 
of providing a user interface. As indicated by block 140; the 
method optionally comprises providing a visible representation 
of a plurality of elements. Preferably, the visible 
representation comprises a plurality of display regions or 
shapes to visibly represent the plurality of elements. The 
visible representation can be generated in accordance with any 
of the herein-disclosed teachings therefor. 
[0146] As indicated by block 142, the method optionally 
comprises providing a plurality of user-selectable regions. 
Preferably, each user-selectable region corresponds to one of 
the plurality of elements. Each user-selectable region may be 
at least partially contained in a respective display region 
representing a corresponding element. Preferably, each user- 
selectable region has substantially the same shape, size, and 
location as its respective display region. Optionally, each 
user-selectable region has a shape, size, and location in 
accordance with any of the herein-disclosed teachings for a 
display region, regardless of whether the region is made 
visible . 

[0147] It is noted that in some cases, all of the display 
regions may have a corresponding user-selectable region. In 
other cases, only a subset of the display regions may have a 
corresponding user-selectable region. 

[0148] The user-selectable regions can be provided in a 
variety of ways. Of particular interest is use of either a 
client- side image map or a server-side image map to provide 
the user-selectable regions. Here, a user-selectable region 
can be provided using HTML tags to approximate any of the 
herein-disclosed shapes, including convex shapes such as 
sectors and concave shapes such as annular sectors. In 
particular, the polygon area definition in an AREA tag inside 



a MAP tag can be used to provide a user-selectable region 
having one of the herein-disclosed shapes. 

[0149] It is noted that a markup language improvement is 
contemplated which would provide an annular sector area 
definition and a sector area definition in an AREA tag inside 
a MAP tag. For example, a sector of a circle could be 
definable by an AREA tag having the following form: 

<AREA SHAPE="circle_sector" 

COORDS="x, y , xl , yl , x2 , y2 , x3 , y3 " 

HREF=''URL"> 

where (x,y) are coordinates of a center point of an arc- 
defining circle, (xl,yl) are coordinates of a point either on 
or collinear with a first radial line segment, (x2,y2) are 
coordinates of a point either on or collinear with a second 
radial line segment, (x3,y3) are coordinates of a point either 
on or co-circular with the circular arc, and URL is a computer 
address such as a uniform resource locator which is linked to 
in response to a user selection of the region. It is noted 
that the HREF="URL" portion can replaced by one or more event 
codes (e.g. onclick, ondblclick, onmousedown, onmousemove, 
onmouseover, onmouseout, onmouseup) each followed by an 
associated function. 

[0150] A sector of a circular annulus could be definable by 
an AREA tag having the following form: 

<AREA SHAPE="annulus_sector" 

COORDS= " X , y , xl , y 1 , x2 , y2 , x3 , y3 , x4 , y4 " 

HREF="URL''> 

where (x,y) are coordinates of a center point of a first arc- 
defining circle and a second arc-defining circle, (xl,yl) are 
coordinates of a point either on or collinear with a first 
radial line segment, (x2,y2) are coordinates of a point either 
on or collinear with a second radial line segment, {x3,y3) are 
coordinates of a point either on or co-circular with the first 



circular arc, (x4,y4) are coordinates of a point either on or 
co-circular with the second circular arc, and URL is a 
computer address such as a uniform resource locator which is 
linked to in response to a user selection of the region. It 
is noted that the HREF="URL" portion can replaced by one or 
more event codes (e.g. onclick, ondblclick, onmousedown, 
onmousemove, onmouseover, onmouseout, onmouseup) each followed 
by an associated function, 

[0151] With this improvement, a user interface creator can 
more directly implement user-selectable regions having some of 
the herein-disclosed shapes. 

[0152] FIG. 15 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 
for use with a user interface. 

[0153] As indicated by block 150, the method comprises 
receiving a search expression. The search expression can be 
user-entered using an input device such as a keyboard or a 
voice input device. The search expression may contain one or 
more words in the form of either a boolean search expression 
or a natural language search expression, for example. The 
search expression may include information from a plurality of 
user-enterable fields to limit the scope of the search. The 
search expression may include an image or encoded audio. 
[0154] As indicated by block 152, a search is performed 
based on the search expression. The search yields search 
results comprising a subset of one or more elements of a 
larger set of elements. In general, the search results may 
comprise any of the herein-mentioned elements. Particular 
examples of search results include, but are not limited to, a 
subset of computer-readable files, a subset of computer- 
readable images, a subset of purchasable items, a subset of 
individuals, a subset of job positions, a subset of computer 
addresses, a subset of filenames, and a subset of computer- 
readable data items from a computer-readable database. 



[0155] It is preferred that the search results also 
comprise a first plurality of similarity values and a second 
plurality of similarity values. Each of the first plurality 
of similarity values indicates a degree of similarity between 
the search expression and a corresponding one of the elements 
of the subset. Each of the second plurality of similarity 
values indicates a degree of similarity between a 
corresponding pair of elements of the subset. 
[0156] As indicated by block 154, a visible representation 
of the search results is determined. The visible 
representation may be determined based upon any of the herein- 
disclosed teachings. Preferably, the visible representation 
comprises a plurality of regions to represent a plurality of 
elements obtained from the search. Optionally, the visible 
representation comprises a region to represent the search 
expression. In this case, it is preferred that the region 
representing the search expression correspond to the first 
element described with reference to FIGS. 3 and 4. 
[0157] As another option, each region can have either an 
area or a dimension monotonically related to the similarity 
value of its corresponding element with the search expression. 
For this purpose, either the first plurality of similarity 
values themselves or a monotonic function thereof may be used 
as the herein-disclosed weight values for determining 
parameters of the regions. A desirability of this option is 
that a second element, more similar to the search expression 
than a third element, is visibly represented by a second 
region having a greater area than a third region representing 
the third element. 

[0158] As yet another option, each region can have a 
visible display property based on the similarity value of its 
corresponding element with the search expression. For 



example, each region may be displayed with a respective color 
dependent upon a corresponding similarity value. 
[0159] As indicated by block 156, a user interface is 
provided based on the visible representation. Preferably, the 
user interface comprises a plurality of user-viewable, user- 
selectable regions corresponding to the plurality of elements 
obtained from the search, and optionally, the search 
expression. Optionally, the display region corresponding to 
the search expression may not be user-selectable. 
[0160] As indicated by block 160, the method optionally 
comprises outputting at least one signal to display a user- 
viewable advertisement. The at least one signal to display 
the user-viewable advertisement may encode an image and/ or 
graphics in the advertisement, or may provide a link to an 
image and/or graphics in the advertisement. The user-viewable 
advertisement may be viewable by the user while at least one 
of the user-selectable regions is accessible by the user. 
Here, for example, the user-viewable advertisement and the 
user interface may be contained within a single Web page. 
[0161] As indicated by block 162, a selection of a region 
provided in the user interface is received. The selection of 
the region is performed using an input device such as a 
pointing device, a keyboard, or a voice input device. 
Examples of pointing devices include, but are not limited to, 
a mouse, a touchpad, a trackball, a joystick, a pointing 
stick, and a touchscreen. The selection is detected in 
response to a user-initiated event for the region. Examples 
of the user-initiated event include, but are not limited to, 
an on-click event, a double-click event, a mouse-move event, a 
mouse-over event, a mouse-out event, a mouse-up event, and a 
key depression event. 

[0162] As indicated by block 164, at least one act is 
performed based on the selection. The at least one act may 
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include, but is not limited to, any of the following examples. 
If the plurality of elements include a plurality of 
purchasable items, and the selection is of a region associated 
with a particular purchasable item, the at least one act may 
include: providing information for the particular purchasable 
item, and/or performing a transaction for the particular 
purchasable item. If the plurality of elements include a 
plurality of computer addresses, and the selection is of a 
region associated with a particular computer address, the at 
least one act may include linking to the particular computer 
address. If the plurality of elements include a plurality of 
computer- readable files, and the selection is of a region 
associated with a particular computer-readable file, the at 
least one act may include opening the computer- readable file. 
If the plurality of elements include a plurality of records 
from a database, and the selection is of a region associated 
with a particular record, the at least one act may include any 
combination of retrieving, processing, displaying, modifying, 
or deleting the record from the database. As either an 
alternative or in addition to the acts in the aforementioned 
examples, the at least one act may include outputting at least 
one signal to display a user-viewable advertisement. The at 
least one signal to display the user-viewable advertisement 
may encode an image and/or graphics in the advertisement, or 
may provide a link to an image and/ or graphics in the 
advertisement . 

[0163] As indicated by block 165, subsequent acts are 
performed based upon a user input. If a first user input is 
received, flow of the method is directed back to block 150 to 
receive another search expression. Thereafter, a subsequent 
search is performed, a subsequent visible representation is 
determined, and a subsequent user interface is provided. 



[0164] If a second user input is received, the search 

expression is set to a search result, as indicated by block 
170. In other words, a portion or all of the content from one 
of the elements obtained from the search becomes the search 
expression. Thereafter, flow is directed back to block 152 
wherein a subsequent search is performed using the new search 
expression, a subsequent visible representation is determined, 
and a subsequent user interface is provided. 
[0165] If a third user input is received, the visible 
representation is modified, as indicated by block 172 . 
Thereafter, flow is directed back to block 156 wherein a user 
interface is provided based on the modified visible 
representation . 

[0166] FIG. 16 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 
of determining paths between a search expression and a 
plurality of computer-readable items. Typically, each 
computer-readable item comprises at least a portion of a 
computer-readable file. For example, each computer-readable 
item can comprise at least a portion of, and optionally an 
entire portion of, a respective one of a plurality of 
computer-readable files. As another example, each computer- 
readable item can comprise a portion of a single computer- 
readable file such as a database file. It is noted that the 
search expression itself may comprise at least a portion of, 
and optionally an entire portion of, a computer-readable item. 
[0167] As indicated by block 180, the method comprises 
determining a first plurality of similarity values between a 
search expression and a corresponding plurality of computer- 
readable items. Optionally, only a subset of the computer- 
readable items are considered in subsequent acts in the 
method. Here, for example, only N computer-readable items 
most similar with the search expression are considered 
further, where N is an integer. As another example, only the 
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computer-readable items whose first similarity values are 
beyond a threshold are considered further. In this case, the 
number of computer-readable items in the subset may vary from 
search to search . 

[0168] As used herein, the term "beyond" can refer to a 
state of being either greater than, greater than or equal to, 
less than, or less than or equal to. 

[0169] As indicated by block 182, the method comprises 
determining a second plurality of similarity values between a 
corresponding plurality of pairs of the computer-readable 
items. Preferably, the second plurality of similarity values 
are determined only between corresponding pairs of computer- 
readable items in the aforementioned subset, 
[0170] As indicated by block 184, the method comprises 
determining an optimum path between the search expression and 
at least one of the computer-readable items based upon at 
least one of the first plurality of similarity values and at 
least one of the second plurality of similarity values. 
Preferably, a corresponding optimum path is determined between 
the search expression and each of the computer-readable items 
in the subset, 

[0171] The optimum path between the search expression and a 
computer-readable item has an optimum function value of 
similarity values between the search expression and the 
computer-readable item. Examples of the function whose 
optimum value dictates the optimum path include, but are not 
limited to, a sum of similarity values between the search 
expression and the computer -readable item, and a product of 
similarity values between the search expression and the 
computer-readable item. To determine an optimum product of 
similarity values, an additive optimum path algorithm may be 
performed on a logarithm of the similarity values. 
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[0172] The paths between the search expression and the 
computer- readable items may be displayed using any of the 
herein-disclosed visible representation methods . 
Alternatively, one or more of the paths may be displayed or 
visibly represented otherwise. 

[0173] FIG. 17 is a flow chart of an embodiment of a method 

of determining a tree which relates a search expression with a 
plurality of computer-readable items. 

[0174] As indicated by block 190, the method comprises 
determining a plurality of similarity values between a 
corresponding plurality of pairs of elements of a set 
comprising the search expression and the plurality of 
computer-readable items. The plurality of similarity values 
may be determined using the teachings described with reference 
to blocks 180 and 182 in FIG. 16. 

[0175] As indicated by block 192, the method comprises 
determining an optimum spanning tree based on the plurality of 
similarity values. Optionally, only a subset of the computer- 
readable items are considered for inclusion in the optimum 
spanning tree. Here, for example, only N computer-readable 
items which are most similar to the search expression are 
considered, where N is an integer. As another example, the 
optimum spanning tree only considers the computer-readable 
items whose similarity values with the search expression are 
beyond a threshold. 

[0176] The optimum spanning tree has an optimum function 
value of similarity values. Examples of the function whose 
optimum value dictates the optimum spanning tree include, but 
are not limited to, a sum of similarity values, and a product 
of similarity values. To determine an optimum product of 
similarity values, an additive optimum spanning tree algorithm 
may be performed on a logarithm of the similarity values. 
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[0177] The optimum spanning tree may be displayed using any 
of the herein-disclosed visible representation methods. In 
this case, the root node of the optimum spanning tree may be 
presumed to be a node representing the search expression. As 
an alternative to the herein-disclosed visible 
representations, the optimum spanning tree may be displayed or 
visibly represented otherwise, 

[0178] An apparatus for performing an embodiment of the 
herein-disclosed methods and examples may comprise one or more 
programmed computers . Each programmed computer may provide a 
particular functionality implemented using hardware and/ or 
software and/or firmware. 

[0179] Preferably, a programmed computer includes a 
computer memory encoded with executable instructions 
representing a computer program. A processor is responsive to 
the computer memory to perform a series of specifically 
identified operations dictated by the computer program. In 
this way, the computer program can cause the computer to act 
in a particular fashion. 

[0180] Examples of the processor include, but are not 
limited to, a general purpose microprocessor, an application- 
specific integrated circuit {which may be either standard or 
custom), one or more discrete logic elements, a digital signal 
processor, an analog signal processor, one or more circuits, 
or any combination thereof. It is noted that the processor 
may be embodied by either a single processing unit or a 
plurality of processing units. For example, the processor may 
be embodied by either a single, central processing unit or a 
plurality of distributed processing units. 

[0181] Examples of the computer memory include, but are not 
limited to, an electronic memory, a magnetic memory, an 
optical memo2ry, and a magneto-optical memory. Examples of an 
electronic memory include, but are not limited to, a 
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programmable electronic memory and a read-only, hard-wired 
electronic memory. Examples of a magnetic memory include, but 
are not limited to, a magnetic disk and a magnetic tape. The 
magnetic disk may be embodied by a magnetic floppy diskette or 
a magnetic hard drive, for example. Examples of an optical 
memory include, but are not limited to, an optical disk. The 
optical disk may be embodied by a compact disk or a DVD, for 
example. Regardless of its form, the computer memory may be 
either read-only, once-writable, or rewritable. 
[0182] In general, the processor may be responsive to any 
data structures, computer programs, and signals encoded on a 
computer-readable medium to perform an embodiment of any of 
the herein-disclosed methods and examples. Examples of the 
computer-readable medium include, but are not limited to, 
computer-readable storage media and computer-readable 
communication media. Examples of computer-readable storage 
media are described with reference to the computer memory. 
Examples of computer-readable communication media are 
described with reference to block 22 in FIG. 1. 
[0183] The computer is coupled to a display to display the 
visible representations described herein and other visible 
information to an end user. Examples of the display include 
any of the herein-disclosed display devices. 
[0184] The computer receives user input from one or more 
input devices. Examples of the one or more input devices 
include any of the herein-disclosed input devices. The 
computer processes the user input and/or communicates at least 
one signal based upon the user input. The display and the one 
or more input devices facilitate user interaction with the 
computer . 

[0185] Embodiments of the herein-disclosed methods and 
examples can be performed using either a single computer or a 
plurality of computers. A plurality of computers may 
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cooperate in a client-server fashion, for example, wherein a 
server computer outputs at least one signal to cause a client 
computer to display a visible representation and/or to provide 
a user interface. 

[0186] To illustrate practical applications of the herein- 
disclosed teachings, various examples of fictitious elements 
are considered to be represented by the regions in FIG. 7. 
Alternatively, the fictitious elements can be represented by 
any of the alternatives shown in FIGS. 8 to 13, or by other 
alternatives within the scope of this disclosure. 

[0187] Example 1 - Patent Claims 

[0188] In this example, nodes 0 to 7 represent eight 
hypothetical claims in a hypothetical patent. Node 0 
represents an independent claim; nodes 1 to 7 represent 
dependent claims. The dependency of the hypothetical claims 
is indicated by FIG. 6. 

[0189] In response to a user-initiated event associated 
with a region, the claim represented by the region is 
displayed. For example, the claim may be displayed when the 
cursor is located in the associated region, or when the user 
clicks on the region. Preferably, the claim and the visible 
representation are simultaneously viewable. In response to a 
user-initiated event associated with another region, another 
represented claim is displayed. 

[0190] As an alternative to displaying the regions with 
substantially the same area, each region may be displayed with 
an associated area monotonically related with a property of 
its represented claim. For example, each region may be 
displayed with an associated area monotonically related with a 
number of words in its represented claim. 
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[0191] Example 2 - Organization Chart 



[0192] In this example, nodes 0 to 7 represent eight 
hypothetical individuals in a hypothetical organization. Node 
0 represents a first individual at the top of either the 
organization or a portion of the organization. Nodes 1 and 6 
represent second and third individuals, respectively, who 
report to the first individual . Nodes 2 and 5 represent 
fourth and fifth individuals, respectively, who report to the 
second individual. Nodes 3 and 4 represent sixth and seventh 
individuals, respectively, who report to the fourth 
individual . Node 7 represents an eighth individual who 
reports to the sixth individual. 

[0193] In response to a user-initiated event associated 
with a region, information associated with the individual 
represented by the region is displayed. Examples of the 
information include a name, an address, a telephone number, a 
title, a department, and an electronic mail address. The 
information may be displayed when the cursor is located in the 
associated region, or when the user clicks on the region. 
Preferably, the information and the visible representation are 
simultaneously viewable. When the user initiates an event at 
another region, information for another individual is 
displayed. Preferably, this information is displayed in place 
of the previously-displayed information. 

[0194] Example 3 - Hierarchy of Computer Directories and 
Files 

[0195] In this example, node 0 represents a logical disk 
drive, such as '"c:". Node 1 represents a first directory in 
the logical disk drive. Node 6 represents a file accessible 
at ''c:". Node 2 represents a first subdirectory of the first 



directory. Node 5 represents a file within the first 
directory. Node 3 represents a second subdirectory of the 
first subdirectory. Node 4 represents a file within the first 
subdirectory. Node 7 represents a file within the second 
subdirectory. 

[0196] In the context of this disclosure, the terms 
''folder" and ''subf older" are considered to be synonymous with 
the terms ''directory" and "subdirectory". 

[0197] In response to a user-initiated event associated 
with a region representing a file, the file is opened and/or 
an application program is executed. The user-initiated event 
may comprise, for example, a single click or a double click at 
a region representing a file. 

[0198] In response to a user-initiated event associated 
with a region representing a directory or a subdirectory, a 
new visible representation is determined and displayed. The 
new visible representation represents the selected directory 
or subdirectory, and its descendant subdirectories and/or 
files. For example, if the user single clicks or double 
clicks at the region representing node 2, a new visible 
representation may be determined and displayed for nodes 2, 3, 
4 and 7. 

[0199] Example 4 - Messages 

[0200] In this example, nodes 0 to 7 represent hypothetical 
messages in a hypothetical internet discussion group, such as 
USENET, or another on-line forum. Node 0 represents a base 
message posted to the discussion group. Nodes 1 to 7 
represent seven reply messages posted either directly or 
indirectly from the base message. Node 1 represents a first 
reply message to the base message. Node 2 represents a second 
reply message to the first reply message. Node 3 represents a 
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third reply message to the second reply message. Node 4 
represents a fourth reply message to the second reply message. 
Node 5 represents a fifth reply message to the first reply 
message. Node 6 represents a sixth reply message to the base 
message. Node 7 represents a seventh reply message to the 
third reply message. 

[0201] In response to a user-initiated event associated 
with a region, the message represented by the region is 
displayed. The user-initiated event may comprise, for 
example, a single click or a double click at the region, or a 
cursor within the region. Preferably, the message and the 
visible representation are simultaneously viewable. 
[0202] Further in response to the user-initiated event 
associated with the region, a visible display property of the 
region may be modified. Examples of the visible display 
property include, but are not limited to, an interior color of 
the region, an interior gray scale of the region, an interior 
fill pattern for the region, a color bordering the region, an 
image within the region, and text within the region. 
Modifying the visible display property is desirable to 
indicate that the message has been selected by the user. 
[0203] ^ Unselected regions may be displayed using a first 
display property. Some or all previously-selected regions may 
be displayed using a second display property. 

[0204] Optionally, at least one previously-selected region 
is displayed using a third display property responsive to a 
user input. The user input indicates a user's dislike of a 
message represented by a region. For example, the user may 
regard the message as a 'Aflame" using Internet parlance. By 
seeing the third display property, the user may wish to avoid 
reading subsequent messages which descend from the flame 
message. Optionally, all descendant messages from the 
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aforementioned message may also be displayed using the third 
display property. 

[0205] Either as an alternative to or in addition to 
displaying the region using the third display property, a new 
visible representation may be determined and displayed in 
response to the user input. The new visible representation 
omits the descendants of the message, and optionally omits the 
message also. For example, if the user input indicates 
dislike of the message represented by node 2, a new visible 
representation may be determined and displayed for nodes 0, 1, 
5, 6 and optionally 2. 

[0206] In response to a user-initiated event associated 
with another region, another represented message is displayed. 
Preferably, this message is displayed in place of the 
previously-displayed message. 

[0207] As an alternative to displaying the regions with 
substantially the same area, each region may be displayed with 
an associated area monotonically related with a property of 
its represented message. For example, each region may be 
displayed with an associated area monotonically related with 
either a number of words in its represented message, or a 
number of bytes in its represented message. 
[0208] The user interface comprising the visible 
representation of the messages may be provided by a newsgroup 
site, a discussion site, or another site, for example. The 
user interface may be presented to an end user using a 
computer with a browser or an alternative client program. The 
site may also provide one or more visible advertisements to 
the end user. Alternatively, the user interface comprising 
the visible representation of the messages may be provided by 
a news reader computer program executed by the end user ' s 
computer . 
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[0209] Example 5 - Electronic Commerce 



[0210] In this example, nodes 1 to 7 represent seven 
purchasable items. Node 0 may represent a search expression 
entered by a user to find purchasable items of interest. The 
seven purchasable items may be identified as a result of 
performing a search based on the search expression. 
[0211] Optimum paths between the seven purchasable items 
and the search expression may be determined based upon the 
teachings given with reference to FIG, 16. In this case, the 
computer-readable items described with reference to FIG. 16 
may comprise computer- readable descriptions of the purchasable 
items. The visible representation graphically indicates the 
optimum paths. It is noted, however, that alternative methods 
of organizing the seven purchasable items may also be used to 
produce the visible representation. 

[0212] In response to a user-initiated event associated 
with a region, at least one act is performed. The at least 
one act may include any combination of: (i) displaying 
information for the purchasable item represented by the 
region; and (ii) performing, initiating, and/or assisting in 
performing a transaction for the purchasable item. Examples 
of the displayed information include, but are not limited to, 
a description of the purchasable item, an image of the 
purchasable item, and a price of the purchasable item. 
Preferably, the information and the visible representation are 
simultaneously viewable. An example of assisting in 
performing a transaction includes, but is not limited to, 
linking to a computer address at which the purchasable item 
may be purchased. 

[0213] The user-initiated event may comprise, for example, 
a single click or a double click at the region, or a cursor 
within the region. Preferably, a first user-initiated event 



initiates the display of information for the purchasable item, 
and a second user-initiated event initiates a transaction for 
the purchasable item. Optionally, a plurality of the 
purchasable items can be user-selected before initiating a 
transaction therefor. 

[0214] Optionally, each region for nodes 1 to 7 is 
displayed with a corresponding visible display property based 
on a property of its represented purchasable item. Examples 
of the property include, but are not limited to, price of the 
purchasable item, weight of the purchasable item, and 
similarity of the purchasable item to the search expression. 
The visible display property of a region may be modified if 
its represented purchasable item has been selected for 
purchase . 

[0215] For purposes of illustration and example, the seven 
purchasable items are considered to comprise seven 
hypothetical books. As can be appreciated, however, the 
following teachings broadly extend to other purchasable items. 
[0216] The similarity values between pairs of books may be 
predetermined prior to the search, or determined after or 
during the search. The similarity values may be determined 
based upon the full text of the books. In this case, it is 
preferred that the full text of the books not be made 
accessible to a potential purchaser prior to his/her purchase. 
Alternatively, the similarity values may be determined based 
on either a set of keywords or an abstract of the book. The 
similarity values between the search expression and the books 
may be based upon the full text of the books, abstracts of the 
books , or keywords for the books . 

[0217] Preferably, each pair of radially-adjacent regions 
represents a pair of books more similar to each other than the 
least similar of the pair of books is with the search 
expression. For example, with reference to FIGS. 6 and 7, the 



book represented by node 7 is more similar to the book 
represented by node 3 than to the search expression. 
Therefore, if the user is disinterested in the book 
represented by node 3 after viewing information therefor, 
he/she may choose to disregard the book represented by node 7. 
[0218] As an alternative to displaying the regions with 
substantially the same area, each region may be displayed with 
an associated area monotonically related with a property of 
its represented item. For example, each region may be 
displayed with an associated area monotonically related with 
either the similarity value of its represented item with the 
search expression, the price of the represented item, or the 
weight of the represented item. 

[0219] The user interface comprising the visible 
representation of the purchasable items may be provided by an 
electronic commerce site or another site, for example. The 
user interface may be presented to an end user using a 
computer with a browser or an alternative client program. The 
site may also provide one or more visible advertisements to 
the end user. 

[0220] Example 6 - Electronic Commerce 

[0221] In this example, node 0 represents a category of 
items of interest to the user. Nodes 1 to 7 represent seven 
purchasable items based on the category. 

[0222] For purposes of illustration and example, consider 

node 0 representing a user-selected category of portable 
computers. Consider node 6 representing a palmtop computer 
packaged with a complete set of accessories, and node 1 
representing a notebook computer. Consider nodes 2, 3, 4, 5 
and 7 representing accessories for use with the notebook 
computer . 
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[0223] Node 2 may represent a portable printer usable with 

the notebook computer. Node 4 may represent a carrying case 
capable of carirying both the notebook computer and the 
portable printer. Node 5 may represent a carrying case 
capable of carrying the notebook computer but not with the 
portable printer. Node 3 may represent a desk capable of 
supporting the notebook computer and the portable printer. 
Node 7 may represent a chair capable of use with the desk. 
[0224] Each pair of radially- adjacent regions represents 
related purchasable items. Preferably, each pair of radially- 
adjacent regions represents a pair of items more related to 
each other than the least related of the items is with the 
category. For example, with reference to FIGS. 6 and 7, the 
chair represented by node 7 is more related to the desk 
represented by node 3 than to the category of portable 
computers. Therefore, if the user is disinterested in the 
desk represented by node 3, he/she may choose to disregard the 
chair represented by node 7 . 

[0225] Further, each sequence of radially-adjacent regions 
represents a potential group of items to be purchased 
together. For example, a user may choose to purchase the 
notebook computer, the portable printer, and the carrying case 
capable of carrying both the notebook computer and portable 
printer represented by the regions for nodes 1, 2 and 4. 
[0226] In response to a user-initiated event associated 
with a region, at least one act is performed. The at least 
one act may include any combination of: (i) displaying 
information for the purchasable item represented by the 
region; and (ii) performing, initiating, and/or assisting in 
performing a transaction for the purchasable item. Examples 
of the displayed information include, but are not limited to, 
a description of the purchasable item, an image of the 
purchasable item, and a price of the purchasable item. 



Preferably, the information and the visible representation are 
simultaneously viewable. An example of assisting in 
performing a transaction includes, but is not limited to, 
linking to a computer address at which the purchasable item 
may be purchased. 

[0227] The user-initiated event may comprise, for example, 
a single click or a double click at the region, or a cursor 
within the region. Preferably, a first user-initiated event 
initiates the display of information for the purchasable item, 
and a second user-initiated event initiates a transaction for 
the purchasable item. Optionally, a plurality of the 
purchasable items can be user-selected before initiating a 
transaction therefor. 

[0228] Optionally, each region for nodes 1 to 7 is 
displayed with a corresponding visible display property based 
on a property of its represented purchasable item. Examples 
of the property include, but are not limited to, price of the 
purchasable item, weight of the purchasable item, and 
similarity of the purchasable item to the category. The 
visible display property of a region may be modified if its 
represented purchasable item has been selected for purchase. 
[0229] As an alternative to displaying the regions with 
substantially the same area, each region may be displayed with 
an associated area monotonically related with a property of 
its represented item. For example, each region may be 
displayed with an associated area monotonically related with 
either the similarity value of its represented item with the 
search expression, the price of the represented item, or the 
weight of the represented item. 

[0230] The user interface comprising the visible 
representation of the purchasable items may be provided by an 
electronic commerce site or another site, for example. The 
user interface may be presented to an end user using a 



computer with a browser or an alternative client program. The 
site may also provide one or more visible advertisements to 
the end user. 

[0231] Example 7 - Search Results 

[0232] In this example, nodes 1 to 7 represent seven 
computer-readable files, such as Web pages, on a computer 
network such as an internet. Node 0 represents a search 
expression entered by a user to find computer-readable files 
(e.g. Web pages) of interest. The seven computer-readable 
files are identified as a result of performing a search based 
on the search expression. 

[0233] Optimum paths between the seven computer-readable 

files and the search expression may be determined based upon 
the teachings given with reference to FIG, 16. The similarity 
values between pairs of computer-readable files may be 
predetermined prior to the search, or determined after or 
during the search. The visible representation graphically 
indicates the optimum paths. It is noted, however, that 
alternative methods of organizing the seven computer-readable 
files may also be used to produce the visible representation. 
[0234] In response to a user-initiated event associated 
with a region, at least one act is performed. The at least 
one act may include any combination of: (i) displaying a 
computer address for the computer-readable file represented by 
the region; (ii) displaying information for the computer- 
readable file represented by the region; and (iii) linking to 
the computer-readable file. Examples of the computer address 
include, but are not limited to, a uniform resource locator 
and an internet protocol address. Preferably, the computer 
address and the visible representation are simultaneously 
viewable. Examples of the displayed information include, but 



are not limited to, a description of the computer-readable 
file, and a portion of the computer-readable file. 
Preferably, the information and the visible representation are 
simultaneously viewable. 

[0235] The user-initiated event may comprise, for example, 
a single click or a double click at the region, or a cursor 
within the region. Preferably, a first user-initiated event 
initiates the display of the computer address and the 
description of the computer-readable file, and a second user- 
initiated event initiates linking to the computer-readable 
file. 

[0236] Optionally, each region for nodes 1 to 7 is 
displayed with a corresponding visible display property based 
on a property of its represented computer-readable file. 
Examples of the property include, but are not limited to, the 
size of the computer-readable file, and the similarity of the 
computer-readable file to the search expression. The visible 
display property of a region may be modified after linking to 
its represented computer-readable file. 

[0237] Preferably, each pair of radially-adjacent regions 
represents a pair of computer-readable files more similar to 
each other than the least similar of the pair of computer- 
readable files with the search expression. For example, with 
reference to FIGS. 6 and 7, the computer-readable file 
represented by node 7 is more similar to the computer- readable 
file represented by node 3 than to the search expression. 
Therefore, if the user is disinterested in the computer- 
readable file represented by node 3 after viewing information 
therefor, he/she may choose to disregard the computer-readable 
file represented by node 7. 

[0238] As an alternative to displaying the regions with 
substantially the same area, each region may be displayed with 
an associated area monotonically related with a property of 



its represented computer-readable file. For example, each 
region may be displayed with an associated area monotonically 
related with either the similarity value of its represented 
computer-readable file with the search expression, or the size 
of the computer-readable file. 

[0239] The user interface comprising the visible 
representation of the computer-readable files may be provided 
by a site which provides a search capability, such as an 
internet portal . The user interface may be presented to an 
end user using a computer with a browser or an alternative 
client program. The site may also provide one or more visible 
advertisements to the end user, 

[0240] Example 8 - Directory 

[0241] In this example, nodes 0, 1, 2 and 3 represent four 

information categories, and nodes 4, 5, 6 and 7 represent four 
information sources. Node 1 represents a subcategory within 
the category represented by node 0. Node 2 represents a 
subcategory within the category represented by node 1. Node 3 
represents a subcategory within the category represented by 
node 2 . Node 4 represents an information source within the 
category represented by node 2 . Node 5 represents an 
information source within the category represented by node 1. 
Node 6 represents an information source within the category 
represented by node 0. Node 7 represents an information 
source within the category represented by node 3 . Examples of 
the information sources include, but are not limited to, 
computer-readable files, such as Web pages, or other computer- 
readable items. 

[0242] In response to a user-initiated event associated 
with a region representing an information source, at least one 
act is performed. The at least one act may include any 
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combination of: (i) displaying a computer address for the 
information source represented by the region; (ii) displaying 
information associated with the information source represented 
by the region; and (ill) linking to the information source. 
Examples of the computer address include, but are not limited 
to, a uniform resource locator and an internet protocol 
address. Preferably, the computer address and the visible 
representation are simultaneously viewable. Examples of the 
displayed information include, but are not limited to, a 
description of the information source, and a portion of the 
content of the information source. Preferably, the 
information and the visible representation are simultaneously 
viewable . 

[0243] The user-initiated event may comprise, for example, 
a single click or a double click at the region, or a cursor 
within the region. Preferably, a first user-initiated event 
initiates the display of the computer address and the 
description of the computer-readable file, and a second user- 
initiated event initiates linking to the computer-readable 
file. 

[0244] In response to a user-initiated event associated 
with a region representing a subcategory, a new visible 
representation is determined and displayed. The new visible 
representation represents the selected subcategory, and its 
descendant subcategories and/or information sources. For 
example, if the user selects the region representing node 2, a 
new visible representation may be determined and displayed for 
nodes 2 , 3 , 4 and 7 . 

[0245] The user interface comprising the visible 
representation of the information sources and categories may 
be provided by a site which provides a categorical directory, 
such as an internet portal . The user interface may be 
presented to an end user using a computer with a browser or an 



alternative client program. The site may also provide one or 
more visible advertisements to the end user. 

[0246] Example 9 - Hyperlinks 

[0247] In this example, nodes 0 to 7 represent eight pages 
of a hypothetical computer site, such as a Web site. The 
visible representation in FIG. 7 visibly represents a 
hierarchy of the eight pages. Each pair of radially-adjacent 
regions represents a hyperlink between two pages. 
[0248] An opening page, such as a home page, of the site is 
represented by node 0. The opening page is linked with a page 
represented by node 1 and a page represented by node 6 , The 
page represented by node 1 is linked with a page represented 
by node 2 and a page represented by node 5. The page 
represented by node 2 is linked with a page represented by 
node 3 and a page represented by node 4. The page represented 
by node 3 is linked with a page represented by node 7 . 
[0249] Each page is identified by a unique computer 
address, such as a URL. Each hyperlink within a page links to 
a target page using the computer address of the target page, 
[0250] In response to a user-initiated event associated 
with a region, acts of linking to the computer address 
represented by the region, and displaying the page represented 
by the region are performed. The user- initiated event may 
comprise, for example, a single click or a double click at the 
region, or a cursor within the region. The page and the 
visible representation may be simultaneously viewable, 
[0251] Further in response to the user-initiated event 
associated with the region, a visible display property of the 
region may be modified. Examples of the visible display 
property include, but are not limited to, an interior color of 
the region, an interior gray scale of the region, an interior 



fill pattern for the region, a color bordering the region, an 
image within the region, and text within the region. 
Modifying the visible display property is desirable to 
indicate that the page has been selected by the user. 
[0252] Unselected regions may be displayed using a first 
display property. Some or all previously-selected regions may 
be displayed using a second display property. 

[0253] In response to a first user input, a reduced visible 
representation may be deteintiined and displayed. The reduced 
visible representation omits descendant pages of a user- 
selected page. For example, if the user input indicates that 
a reduced visible representation is to be determined based on 
a selection of the page represented by node 2 , a reduced 
visible representation is determined and displayed for the 
pages associated with nodes 0, 1, 5, 6 and 2. 
[0254] In response to a second user input, an expanded 
visible representation may be determined and displayed. The 
expanded visible representation includes descendant pages of a 
user-selected page. For example, if the user input indicates 
that an expanded visible representation is to be determined 
based on a selection of the page represented by node 2, an 
expanded visible representation returns the regions 
representing pages associated with nodes 3 , 7 and 4 . 
[0255] As an alternative to displaying the regions with 
substantially the same area, each region may be displayed with 
an associated area monotonically related with a property of 
its represented page. For example, each region may be 
displayed with an associated area monotonically related with 
the size of a file to produce the page. 
[0256] The user interface comprising the visible 
representation of the hyperlinks may be provided by the 
computer site itself. Alternatively, the user interface may 
be provided by another computer site. In these cases, the 



user interface may be presented to an end user using a 
computer with a browser or an alternative client program. The 
site may also provide one or more visible advertisements to 
the end user. 

[0257] Alternatively, the user interface may be provided by 
the end user's computer. In this case, for example, the user 
interface can be provided within a computer program for 
creating a site, within a browser program, or within another 
computer program. 

[0258] In general, the teachings in this example can be 
extended to consider eight pages which may not be necessarily 
associated with the same computer site. The teachings can be 
modified to consider portions of a single page, wherein each 
region represents a corresponding portion of a page, and 
radial adjacency of two regions represents a hyperlink within 
one portion of the page to link to another portion of the 
page. Further, radial adjacency of two regions may suggest 
either: (i) a link directed from a page or a page portion 
represented by an inner region to a page or a page portion 
represented by an outer region; (ii) a link directed from a 
page or a page portion represented by an outer region to a 
page or a page portion represented by an inner region; (iii) 
links in both of the aforementioned directions; or (iv) a link 
directed in at least one of the aforementioned directions. 
[0259] It is noted that the present disclosure contemplates 
independent use of any one of the herein-disclosed methods and 
examples of element organization, visible representation and 
input interfaces. For example, any of the herein-disclosed 
methods and examples of element organization may be combined 
with alternative visible representations and/or alternative 
input interfaces. As a further example, any of the herein- 
disclosed methods and examples of visible representation may 
be combined with an alternative element organization and/or 



alternative input interfaces. As a still further example, any 
of the herein-disclosed input interfaces may be combined with 
an alternative element organization and/or alternative visible 
representations . 

[0260] It is also noted that the present disclosure 
contemplates methods, articles, apparatus, and examples which 
include an act of providing a link to a computer site which 
performs an embodiment of any of the herein-disclosed methods 
and examples. The present disclosure also contemplates 
methods, articles, apparatus, and examples which include an 
act of providing a user-viewable advertisement for a computer 
site which performs an embodiment of any of the herein- 
disclosed methods and examples. The user-viewable 
advertisement may be communicated to the end user from either 
an advertisement provider or the computer site. The present 
disclosure further contemplates methods, articles, apparatus, 
and examples which include an act of receiving a hit from an 
end user who has hyperlinked from a computer site which 
performs an embodiment of any of the herein-disclosed methods 
and examples. Each of the aforementioned computer sites may 
include an internet site, a Web site, or another site 
accessible via a computer network. 

[0261] It will be apparent to those skilled in the art that 
the disclosed inventions may be modified in numerous ways and 
may assume many embodiments other than the preferred forms 
specifically set out and described herein. 

[0262] Accordingly, it is intended by the appended claims 
to cover all modifications which fall within the true spirit 
and scope of the present invention. 

[0263] What is claimed is: 
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